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DOUGLAS H. BENNETT_ 
Falling 
As you know, the ending of this story is predetermined and the story s theme is 
openly didactic. I can even tell you the ending and say he lives, but it probably 
won't make any difference. I know you want to discover the story for yourself, bit 
by bit, like unwrapping a mysterious package with no return address youVe just 
received in the mail. You peel off layer upon layer excited about what surprise 
you will find, but still, you re just a little worried that the package might hide 
something unpleasant. You wonder if perhaps you have enemies that you don t 
know about. But even though the package could potentially be disagreeable, 
human curiosity gets the best of us all, so I'll just tell the story. 
The tragedy starts out as a cliffhanger, literally. The man's name is Harold and he 
lives in a modern, rural American town. It doesn't matter which town or in which 
part of America, because stories like this happen everywhere. 
The town has a main street with a barber, next to a card shop, next to a 
pet store, next to a Chinese restaurant and so on. All the stores are set in old, 
three-story brick buildings colored a dull ochre. The occasional bench dots the 
sidewalk and trees, green, leafy and about twenty years old, stand in iron grating 
in cutout sections in the sidewalk. 
Between and above two of the trees, Harold is hanging with both hands 
from the edge of the building that houses Donna's Beauty Salon on the first 
floor. Standing on the sidewalk looking up like they're watching a high-wire 
circus performer or an eclipse, are a good number of townspeople. It started 
when Henry Green got hit square in the chest by a defecating pigeon. He looked 
up to cuss the bird and saw Harold hanging there, not struggling or yelling or 
even looking around, just hanging onto the ledge three stories up, staring at the 
dull red brick four inches from his face. 
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The crowd grew quickly. At first people who were out just running 
errands stopped, but as word spread, people came from other parts of town just 
to watch. Women from Donna's Beauty Shop, some with their hair full of curlers, 
others with their hair covered with plastic bags used for permanents and some 
with their hair dyed half-brown and half gray, stand with the crowd. They are all 
staring up at Harold wondering what's going to happen. If this were a large city, 
someone would be yelling, "Jump! Jump!" for their own grotesque amusement 
and to exert power over someone else's life when they have so little control over 
their own. But this is a modern, rural American town. They are much more subtle 
and confident in their abilities. So now and then someone yells. 
"Hang on Harold! Help's coming!" or "Be careful now, boy! We'll get 
you down!" 
Most know Harold is young and strong. Even if they don't, everyone 
can see from his straining arms that he is in good shape, the tricep and bicep 
muscle lines standing out above his white tee-shirt. But just to be on the safe side, 
they clear a spot on the sidewalk beneath him. 
Everyone wonders where the firemen are, or the police. They don't really 
know who is supposed to be there, but they do know that the responsible party 
hasn't arrived. Some people seem to come and go, wandering off as they please. 
The others simply assume that the wanderers are going for help, so they stand, 
stare up at the hanging man and chat. 
"Why do you think he's up there?" Dolores Smith asks Martha Thomas. 
"What, you haven't heard?" They both keep staring up at Harold and 
talk without looking at each other. Martha puts her hand to her head now and 
then to make sure Donna's Beauty Salon curlers are still in. She really wants 
Donna to finish her hair before the news cameras arrive. 
"No, heard what? Is Harold in some kind of trouble?" Dolores asks. 
She is dressed for her teller job at the bank and thinks it odd to be standing on 
the sidewalk talking to Martha with Martha's hair half done, but it is an odd 
day. 
"Well, not with the law if that's what you mean. No, the trouble started 
six months ago " Martha's voice lowers, an automatic attention signal. They both 
look at each other and lean their heads closer. 
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"You see, Harold still lives at home with his mother. I don't know if 
youVe ever been to their house?" 
"Yes, once, about three years ago. It was a thing with church/' Dolores 
says to explain. 
"Oh, I see," Martha says, wondering if church was really the reason, 
"Well, then you know that they only have one bathroom, a small one with a short 
tub, connecting Harold's room and his mother s." Dolores nods that she knows. 
"Well, about six months ago, Harold was home and his mother was out. 
What he didn't realize was that his mother had managed to get an earlier 
appointment at Donna s here," she jabs her thumb in the salons direction. "So, 
his mother gets home early and goes to the bathroom to look at her new hair-
style. She opens the door to the bathroom and there's Harold, sitting on the 
toilet. And he's..." 
Dolores' eyes grow large and Martha squints, her nose wrinkling. They 
lean closer and Martha whispers harshly, "He was mas~ter~bay-ting!' Each syllable 
rings out individually and the women somehow feel that each by itself won't 
combine to the same awful conclusion of the whole word. 
"Oh my!" Dolores says, swallowing hard. 
"Well, his mother slams the door shut and shouts, 'Harold, how dare 
you do such a filthy thing in my house! Wasting the seed of life like that!' I guess 
she was so flustered that the only other thing she could think to say next was, 
And my God, it's only two in the afternoon!' Can you believe that?" Martha 
finishes, pushing a curler back up that started to slip down, wishing that Donna 
could finish her work despite the commotion. 
"My goodness," Dolores answers, shaking her head no. 
They both look up at Harold dangling over their heads and wonder. 
A local construction builder and an architect know each other so they stand 
together in the crowd and talk. Henry Green doesn't know either of them but 
listens in. He's glad everyone is looking up so they don't notice the pigeon mess 
on his shirt. 
The builder asks the architect how high he thinks Harold is. They both 
agree that the three-story building is not a modern three stories; it's a classical or 
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traditional three stories. A modern building is roughly ten feet per story they 
agree, but a traditional building is much taller and much less forgiving if you fall. 
This building is at least forty-five feet they decide. However, they re not sure 
about the ledge Harold is hanging from. You might have to add another five or 
seven feet, the builder concludes. 
"Do you think he can survive the fall?" Henry Green asks not being able 
to resist the conversation. He inconspicuously crosses his arms over his chest to 
hide the pigeon mess. 
"Well, that s hard to say," the architect says, noticing him for the first 
time, "forty-five or fifty-odd feet is awful high." 
"The awning there just over the door at Donna s might break his fall. 
That could save him," the builder decides. 
"Yeah, it might," the architect agrees. 
Henry Green nods his head and the three look at Harold and study the 
problem some more. 
"God, what if he dies? IVe never seen anyone die before!" the seventeen-year-old 
girl exclaims, brushing blond hair strands out of her eyes to keep her view clear. 
"People die all the time, just with some it's nastier than others," the boy 
standing next to her states. He straightens up and digs his hands deeper into his 
pockets. 
"But what if he just, like, falls. Just like that!" the girl said, thrusting her 
hands out in front of her for effect, "I mean he would just die right in front of 
us!" 
"Yeah, I guess he would," the boy concludes somberly. He looks over at 
the girls smooth skin, her shining eyes and wonders how tonight will go. 
"Yeah, it would be a shame," the girl answers quietly. She feels scared, 
like a child, yet still has a strange sense of anticipation that she really doesn't 
understand. 
"He takes care of those pigeons up there is what I heard," Todd Jenkins, a 
mechanic at a garage one block off Main Street, says. 
"Yeah, you heard that? Since when has he been doing that?" asks Melvin 
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Carter, the card shop owner. 
"Well, I heard that about six months ago. Me and my friends were 
hanging out at the shop having a few beers when we saw him drive by with some 
bird crap on his shirt. It was pretty strange; you think he would have changed his 
shirt. We thought it was the funniest damn thing we'd ever seen/' Todd says 
picking absentmindedly at the grease under his fingernail. He could never seem 
to get all the black from under his nails. 
"That's funny, I didn't think the old man ever let anyone up to see his 
pigeons," Melvin comments. 
"Old man?" 
"Yeah, there's an old man lives on the third floor that takes care of those 
pigeons, never lets anyone up there to see them. His landlord almost had to push 
him out of the way just to inspect the roof," Melvin explains. 
"Was the roof okay?" 
"Aside from pigeon mess everywhere it was fine," Melvin says, looking 
over at Todd. The boy, Melvin sees, is good looking. He remembers when he used 
to be like this young mechanic: brash, good looking, drinking too much on 
weekends and chasing skirt. That was a long time ago he sighs to himself. 
"I guess the old man's just real protective of his pigeons," Todd muses. 
Looking at one fingernail hoping he's almost got it clean, he thinks about 
pigeons and can't understand why anyone would want to take care of birds. A 
dog maybe, but pigeons? Crazy old man I guess, he concludes. 
"Hey, is that his mom?" someone in the crowd shouts out. The predictable crowd 
murmur spreads as heads turn away from Donna's Beauty Salon to look for the 
next character, but no one materializes. When they look back up, they see Harold 
is moving. One hand is off the ledge, but he reaches back up and grabs hold 
again. A small shower of tiny rocks bounces off the awning below him. They 
think he looks set again, but Harold is still moving with elbows braced against 
the dull red bricks. 
Later, some will say that he was trying to pull himself up, fingers 
grasping desperately at the stone ledge full of slippery pebbles. Others will say 
that he was trying to angle his head back so he could stare at the sky while he fell, 
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or at least land on his back. But when Harold fell, everyone stood and watched 
transfixed, mouths dropped open, forgotten in wonder at the moment frozen in 
time like a slow-motion water droplet falling into a vast pool, or an angel 
descending to earth. And in the end, they may not have agreed on exactly what 
happened, but they all knew that everything had changed. 
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